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ThePower
ofChildren
by Marguerite Henry

Dear Book Collectors, Book
Lenders and Borrowers, Book
Readers and Counselors -- all
who are pulled by the magnetic
field of books: the magnet that
has drawn us together is our
f a vo r i t e four-letter
word

the children who had read
MISTY. They refused to accept
the closed door. They kept
knocking and knocking, gently
trying to push the door ajar.
Their pleas were amazingly
alike: "Write more · about Misty.
Make her have a colt."
"Why should I write a sequel," I argued with myself,
"when all about there are fresh
new stories waiting to be told?"
I turned a deaf ear to the children. "Why not dream your own
wonderful sequels?"
I wrote
them. "When you've finished
reading a book, it can go on and
on in your mind, the characters
doing what you want them to.
Now you are their puppeteer!"
And so I dived headlong
into new situtations.
Yet all
the while there was this persistent trickling of letters, and
pixie faces peering around my
door. Some children offered
their own plots -- Misty could
be kidnapped ... Misty could win
big races ... Misty could swim
back to Assa teague and start a
wild herd of her own.
Still I hedged. I propped
heavy prejudices against the
door, trying to keep out any idea
of a sequel.
And then in March of 1962
when I was researching at the
S p a n i s h Riding School in
Vienna, IT HAPPENED.
A

-B-0-0-K.

This seems to me the perfect time and occasion to shout
the gospel of a great librarian
-- Dr. Lawrence Clark Powell -who proclaims that next to
mother's milk, books are the
best food!
They are all things to all
people : solacers in times of
sadness, security in times of
doubt, companions in lonely
times and good medicine for
all ailments. And this applies
whether one is writing books
or reading them.
With
astonishing
skill,
children have taught me their
eternal idealism. In a sense they
are my editors, executive editors, who are concerned with
story ideas, not details. For instance when the book MISTY
OF CHINCOTEAGUE
was
published, I looked upon it as
something completed. Finito !
It represents a span in my life,
exciting and meaningful, but
now it was over. And so I closed
the door behind me and turned
to new horizons.
But I didn't reckon with
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great tidal storm swept over the
islands of Chincoteague and
Assateague.
Newspapers even
in Vienna carried vivid accounts
of the disaster. I was alarmed,
but what threw me into panic
was a clipping from a New York
paper. One sentence leaped out
as if it were in italics: "Misty,
the fabled pony of storybook
and motion picture has been
brought into the Beebe's kitchen to await the birth of her
foal."
Suddenly I was on the
phone, calling Lufthansa, Pan
American, Air France. I had to
get out of Vienna ... I had to
get to Chincoteague ... Misty
was in danger. How could I be
thousands of miles away when
she was having a baby? Already
I felt like its grandmother!
In a flash of seeing, everything came clear to me. The
story would be born of violence,
the violence of wind and tide ;
and of courage, the courage of
the Beebe family who risked
their own safety for Misty's.
On the way to Chincoteague
well-meaning friends tried to
dissuade me. They said, "You
have two strikes against you
before you begin. Critics are
bound to make comparisons;
they are bound to say it is not
as good as Misty."
I listened at first, and then
went deaf to their warnings.
"Was I writing for children, or
for critics?" The children had
already answered for me. They
had sensed there MUST be a
sequel as surely as if they had
geiger counters in the tips of

their fingers.
Even the titles for the sequel came ready-made in a
child's letter to the Beebe's. "I
think you were wunderful to
bring Misty into your kitchen
to have her baby. Why don't
you name it Stormy because of
the title wave?" (Tidal was joyously spelled "title.") And so
the power of children won out.
Children, too, dared me to
write BRIGHTY.
Would I ever have zig-zagged over Brighty's trail, ridden
mule back down the twentyone miles of steep escarpment of
the Grand Canyon? Would I
ever have clung to a headless
mule while he leaned way out
over the brink to reach a succulent piece of browse? Would
I ever have forded the gushing
waters of Bright Angel Creek
eleven times descending and
eleven times ascending? Would
I ?
No, it was the children
who braved me. How could I
tell them of Brighty's haunts
if I did not follow the trail that
his small hoofs had blazed? How
could I describe the browse he
ate if I did not taste it myself?
How could I tell of the crystal
cold water of Bright Angel
Creek if I did not get down on
all fours
and drink
deep
draughts of it just as Brighty
had?
In M UST A N G : WILD
SPIRIT OF THE WEST, it was
the power of children that
helped Wild Horse Annie win
her battle to save the mustangs.
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dead earnest. A fierce purposefulness showed in their
eyes as they presented me
their petition. 1'his is no light
matter with them.
"Am I going to be susceptible to pressure? Am I going
to be influenced by a bunch
of children? Am I going to
support this bill because kids
-- mine and others -- are sentimental
about
the w i Id
horses? You bet your cow boy boots I am!"
On the same day that Congressman
Wright wrote this
letter, a lanky thirteen-year-old
Ottumwa, Iowa, stood up in
front of his class and said, "I
make a motion that we send
our ice cream money to Wild
Ho,rse Annie for her campaign."
The donations came, in
dimes sticky with pink frosting and chocolate cake. With
them Annie bought pages of
stamps, (the pretty ones with
a flag on them,) to stick onto
more letters, to more children,
asking them to write to more
Congressmen.
And so in 1959 President
Eisenhower signed the mustang
bill into law.
Today the children's work
is by no means ended. Just recently three wild horse hunters
in Nevada were caught violating the law. They were chasing
mustangs by plane, "buzzing"
the herd with screaming sirens
and tin cans rattling
from
long ropes. For eight miles they
drove the horses at heart-aching
speed, trapping them at last in
a corral built of bulldozed cedar
trees.

Their painstakingly hand-printed letters to the men in Washington aroused the nation and
turned the tide.
Red-headed, bushy-browed
Jim Wright, Congressman from
Texas, amitted as much in his
Newsletter to the thousands of
people who had elected him:
"Any Congressman,"
he
wrote, "is likely to receive a
petition every now and then,
but this week I got one which
struck home. Among the signatures appeared two familiar names, those of my
daughters, Ginger and Kay.
The petition was the idea of
one of their playmates. By
the time it reached me it had
the names of practically all the
kids in the neighborhood and
a goodly smattering of their
parents.
"It seems that some crass
and thoughtless
men have
been cruelly mistreaiting a
species dear to the hearts of
childhood: horses. Out West,
profiteers have ·been rounding
up the dwindling herds of
mustangs,
peppering
them
with buckshot, running them
to exhaustion with trucks and
planes, and delivering them
to ·the rendering plants, where
they are sold by the pound
and slaughtered for dog food.
"My c o 11e a g u e, Walter
Baring of Nevada, has introduced a bill to make it unlawful to hunt wild horses on
Federal lands with trucks or
aircraft. He is supported by
Wild Horse Annie, and by the
kids of the nation.
"These youngsters are in
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When the thirty-nine mustangs were examined at the
slaughter
house, nine mares
were found to be in foal. Two
others already had twin colts.
Many were bleeding from shotgun wounds, which the men
admitted having inflected to
control the panicked herd.
In my spring Newsletter to
Children I quoted Wild Horse
Annie as saying: "This is the
first
time
since President
Eisenhower signed the Mustang
'Bill that anybody will be tried
for violating its law. My job is
to make very sure that the case
won't be dismissed without
punishment."
Immediately
my readers
went on the warpath! Within a
week I heard from Miss Little's
Third and Fourth Grade in
Priest River, Idaho, that they
had sent out over a hundred
protesting letters to the Bureau
of Land management, to expresident
Eisenhower, to
President Johnson, to news magazines, to entertainers who love
horses, to authors and . artists.
Here is a copy of the handprinted letter that went to
"Dear President Johnson:
"We have learned about the
GHASTLY roundup of thirtynine wild mustangs by plane
in Nevada! Under President
Eisenhower, a Federal Bill
was passed forebidding rounding up wild horses by plane
We hope the violators are
punished heavily.
It made
us all sick to learn that
nine mares were in foal, and
some horses were shot and

taken to the slaughterhouse!
How would those criminals
like to hear sirens, cans banging, and be driven at break
neck speed for eight terrible
miles? ( And two of the mares
had twin colts), Would they
like to be shot and be taken to
a death chamber?
"From Antelope Summit
through Long Valley, what
happened was a disgrace to
a civilized Christian country!
We hope the law protecting
wild mustangs is obeyed."
Already Secretary
Udall
has answered for President
Johnson. By return mail the
head of the Jr. Audubon Society
wrote for more information.
NEWSWEEK Magazine answered the children with a full page
reply, enclosing tear sheets from
an article which they had printed on the subject three years
ago and promising now "to forward their story suggestion to
the proper department editor in
the hope that he may be able
to make use of it in a forthcoming issue." The National
Wildlife Federation in Washington firmly agreed to do an
article about it. Things began
popping from every direction !
Miss Little, the children's
teacher,
said:
"When your
Newsletter first arrdved, the
children permitted themselves
the luxury of grief. 'If only
Wesley Dennis were here.' cried
Pauline. 'And Thornton Burgess,
and Anna Sewell and Thomas
Hinkle.' They are dead, I said
firmly. But we-'re not! We
must behave as they would
wish. Now what would they
13

Neal doesn't feel this way, but
is gravely concerned about cruelty in any form. Without exception the children refused to accept cruelty ; yet they were not
overwhelmed
by their first
knowledge of it. They simply
determined to fight it. They are,
of course, continuing to check
the trial to its conclusion."

want us to do?
"My tiny,
but valiant
band swung into action. Never
have I seen children so indignant. When I think of boys and
girls begging to stay in at recess and after school -- athletic,
outdoor types -- I still gasp.
Mine did exactly that. And they
wrote ! They wrote until their
fingers ached. They shook their
fingers and went on. They acquired blisters - and still they
wrote. They wrote until their
eyes ached, and they never once
considered quitting. They approached, by mail and in person,
everybody they thought should
know of the hideous cruelty
imposed on the wild Nevada
mustangs.

From other states, too, the
children are crusading.
This
morning came a letter from a
boy in Marion, Iowa, enclosing
a wide-eyed photograph of him"I like reading books about horses and burros like BRIGHTY,"
"I am glad they didn't flood
the Grand Canyon. If it hadn't
been for the book about Brighty,
we wouldn't have written to the
Congress about the Grand Canyon being flooded."

"'I have my letter finished,'
said Melody, 'but I'm not satisfied with it.'
"Perhaps if you read it aloud, we could help." She did.

It took a lot of book writing before I appreciated fully
the great and far-reaching power that children wield. It is one
of the recurring boons of my
craft .... like the wind chimes
that we hang out every spring
in the apple tree that Misty
loved, a constant reminder that
in spite of hippies and hoppies
and be-ins, God's in His Heaven
and much is right with our
world.

" 'It sounds uncertain,' said
Eddy (in the third grade) .

"'That's it,' agreed Steve,
a fourth grader.
'We should
sound as if we expect these
people to act!'
"What made me proud of
my children," Miss Little concluded, "was that they learned to
identify with a cause bigger
than any of us. Neal was flabbergasted, as was Helen, at the
fact that people who were informed of the mustang incident
didn't even seem to care. The
horse is Helen's favorite animal.

(Marguerite Henry is a noted
lecturer and writer of children's
books. The above address was
delivered at the 3rd Annual
Author's Banquet of the Oakland County Reading Council.)
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